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In Praise of the Incomplete Leader

No leader is perfect. The best ones don't try to be—they concentrate on honing their strengths and find others who can make up
for their limitations.

by Deborah Ancona, Thomas W. Malone, Wanda J. Orlikowski, and Peter M. Senge

We've come to expect a lot of our leaders. Top executives, the thinking goes, should have the intellectual capacity to make sense of
unfathomably complex issues, the imaginative powers to paint a vision of the future that generates everyone's enthusiasm, the operational
know-how to translate strategy into concrete plans, and the interpersonal skills to foster commitment to undertakings that could cost
people’s jobs should they fail. Unfortunately, no single person can possibly live up to those standards.

It's time to end the myth of the complete leader: the flawless person at the top who's got it all figured out. In fact, the sooner leaders stop
trying to be all things to all people, the better off their organizations will be. In today's world, the executive's job is no longer to command
and control but to cultivate and coordinate the actions of others at all levels of the organization. Only when leaders come to see
themselves as incomplete—as having both strengths and weaknesses—uwill they be able to make up for their missing skills by relying on
others.

Corporations have been becoming less hierarchical and more collaborative for decades, of course, as globalization and the growing
importance of knowledge work have required that responsibility and initiative be distributed more widely. Moreover, it is now possible for
large groups of people to coordinate their actions, not just by bringing lots of information to a few centralized places but also by bringing
lots of information to lots of places through ever-growing networks within and heyond the firm. The sheer complexity and ambiguity of
problems is humbling. More and more decisions are made in the context of global markets and rapidly—sometimes radically—changing
financial, social, political, technological, and environmental forces. Stakeholders such as activists, regulators, and employees all have
claims on organizations.

No one person could possibly stay on top of everything. But the myth of the complete leader (and the attendant fear of appearing
incompetent) makes many executives try to do just that, exhausting themselves and damaging their organizations in the process. The
incomplete leader, by contrast, knows when to let go: when to let those who know the local market do the advertising plan or when to let
the engineering team run with its idea of what the customer needs. The incomplete leader also knows that leadership exists throughout the
organizational hierarchy—wherever expertise, vision, new ideas, and commitment are found.

We've worked with hundreds of people who have struggled under the weight of the myth of the complete leader. Over the past six years,
our work at the MIT Leadership Center has included studying leadership in many organizations and teaching the topic to senior executives,
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middle managers, and MBA students. In our practice-based programs, we have analyzed numerous accounts of organizational change
and watched leaders struggle to meld top-down strategic initiatives with vibrant ideas from the rest of the organization.

All this work has led us to develop a model of distributed leadership. This framework, which synthesizes our own research with ideas from
other leadership scholars, views leadership as a set of four capabilities: sensemaking (understanding the context in which a company and
its people operate), refating (building relationships within and across organizations), visioning (creating a compelling picture of the future),
and inventing (developing new ways to achieve the vision).

While somewhat simplified, these capabilities span the intellectual and interpersonal, the rational and intuitive, and the concepiual and
creative capacities required in today's business environment. Rarely, if ever, will someone be equally skilled in all four domains, Thus,
incomplete leaders differ from incompetent leaders in that they understand what they’re good at and what they're not and have good
judgment about how they can work with others to build on their strengths and offset their limitations.

Sometimes, leaders need to furiher develop the capabilities they are weakest in. The exhibits throughout this article provide some
suggestions for when and how to do that. Other times, however, it's more important for leaders fo find and work with others to compensate
for their weaknesses, Teams and organizations—not just individuals—can use this framework to diagnose their strengths and weaknesses

and find ways to balance their skill sets.
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